Replicate plating: does it increase reliability?
As a part of a clinical study to evaluate the antibacterial effect of a topically applied erythromycin gel, microbiological specimens were taken from two groups of patients: one group using 2% erythromycin gel and the other group using a placebo gel. These specimens were plated in triplicate using a common source on bacteriological media using standard procedures. After the appropriate incubation times, the numbers of aerobic and anaerobic organisms were counted separately from each of three plates. A comparison of the bacterial colony counts from the replicate plates showed a high degree of similarity for each type of organism. Tests for treatment differences in organism counts were performed based on single, double and triplicate plating. The results obtained were almost identical, suggesting that replicate plating from a common source is no more accurate than single plating. The only apparent advantage of this type of replicate plating is heightened confidence in the reliability of bacterial counts from single plates.